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When Lightning Struck, or Death at an Early Age
Arthur Ramírez
Seal Beach, California

I

was twelve and in the 6th grade, when one of those
long-shot phenomena of nature actually occurred.
Sort of rare, such as, in an opposite way, winning the
lottery.
The first inkling that something out of the ordinary
had taken place came into view after a powerful thunderstorm hit Kingsville, Texas. In our classroom, outside the
window, we could see several former Stephen F. Austin
Elementary School students now attending Gillette Junior
High wandering around the school grounds. Why were
they milling about, talking to whoever would listen?
We students saw the teacher in the next room go out
to talk to them, as if she were going to call school officials
about their truancy, and tell them to please go away. But
she came back chastened, sort of bent over, tentative in
place of assertive. Long strides became slow
She came over to our room and was met by Mrs.
Traylor, “La Traila,”—the “trailer,” as we called her because
she was very tall. The two met about halfway. They whispered to each other and pointed to the students outside,
and there was a vigorous, nervous sting to the whispered
words. Gestures and a look of anguish on their faces told
us more than whispers.
Once again alone with the class, Mrs. Traylor hesitated. She sent one of the teacher’s pets to the principal’s
office. When the student returned and gave her a message,
Mrs. Traylor, in slow, serious, grave tones, said only one
sentence: “No matter what anybody tells you, there will
be school this afternoon after lunch.” Could this be related to these students hanging around? We thought so;
something had happened. But no whispers about it, even.
We just looked at one another, shrugged and made faces.
The questions in our minds grew larger with an
absence of answers. The storm had passed, hadn’t it? Mrs.
Traylor, much respected as the smartest teacher at the
Elementary School, qualified, for God’s sake, to teach the
older 6th grade students fractions, the Civil War, and Poe.
Impatiently, we waited for lunchtime. Mrs. Traylor had
us merely sit and study as she looked kind of abstracted,
glancing out the window at the still, gray sky. She stared
at her former students.
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When it was noon and we went home for lunch, we
found out from the wandering Junior High students what
had happened. Four students at the Junior High, in the 7th
grade, a year older than us, had been killed by a lightning
bolt during the thunderstorm that just past. They were
out during PE class when it happened.
I knew three of the four students. Closest was David
Rojas, brother of “Los Cuates” Rojas, the twins, Tina’s
friends. Another was Irra, for Israel, and a third was
Tani, maybe short for Estanislao, and a friend of my
cousin Humberto Adame. The fourth lightning victim
I didn’t know.
I especially knew David Rojas and Irra. I immediately
thought of them alive since I’d just seen them in the last
day or two. At that time, it was inconceivable that we
might have thought about death; I knew these guys, and
they were about my age. How could we possibly think
about death? Though, in fact, for God’s sake, death lurked
around the barrio more than in most neighborhoods.
We knew of it, but had not really applied it to ourselves.
Sometime before, I’d seen Irra at an elementary
school football game (we were the Austin Pioneers, and,
yes, we had fully outfitted teams and cheerleaders and
all). Irra was raging up and down that sideline, using
incredibly foul language in excited protest about calls by
the officials. Actually, it was the teacher in the room next
to ours who told him to shut up or leave.
David Rojas was the person I knew best. Bright, and
the top-graduating 6th grader the previous spring, David
had indicated he too, like his twin brothers, was interested
in a sexual-romantic relationship with my sister, Tina. He
was, I believe, actually older than might be indicated by
his being in the 7th grade (the Rojas family often went up
north to do migrant agricultural labor). David, a redhead,
with a light complexion, even had freckles.
I knew Tani because he was a good friend of my cousin, Humberto, who was brought up by my grandparents.
I had the clear feeling Tani didn’t like me because I was
a small fry and of no consequence. Somehow or other, I
returned the favor; I looked unfavorably upon him also.
Of course, it did not seem possible that these four guys
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had died, just like that. After lunch at home and before
the afternoon session of school, I was around the boy’s
room area and a bunch of guys were talking about what
had happened; David Díaz said: “They were unconscious
when they died. It was only after they were unconscious
that they died. That’s how it happens. They didn’t really
know what hit them.”
What was said and reported in the newspaper was
that the coach, still in his 20s, had kept the boys outside
in spite of a drizzle. His PE students always went out to
exercise and play soccer in the morning.
A tremendous lightning bolt leveled them all, but
some did not get up. The coach couldn’t believe what
had happened and felt incredibly shaken, very guilty, as
I understood it. He could have kept them in, right? But
how could he have known what would happen? Nobody
blamed him, really.
A blanket of sadness, grayish, heavy with death,
drenched Kingsville. For a moment, Kingsville was a major
state and even national story. The tragedy of a lightning
bolt that killed four junior high students even made the
august pages of the New York Times, and I saw the event
covered in a very short story at the Texas Newsstand
downtown as I leafed through the pages.
I went to the homes of several victims—David Rojas
particularly. No one could afford a funeral home in those
days. I went there with Mario Sáenz, my friend from
Mexico, and his aunt Lulu (Ludivina actually was her
name). Lulu said David’s hair had burned and the hair
he had was not actually his hair. As David lay there in
his casket, Lulu touched him on the cheek. I didn’t dare.
There were multiple wakes and rosaries in four homes
in Kingsville. It seemed like the only thing to do was to
go and say goodbye and talk to people. Of course, I was
only a kid so nobody paid any attention to me. I cried
off by myself.
But I thought about how anticlimactic death is—
followed by nothing at all. I wasn’t really very close to
any of the boys but I could see the grieving marking
their family members’ faces. Once or twice the sobbing
outbursts seemed to get out of control during the wakes.
A heavy-set woman was a human earthquake. The death
of the young and talented, sort of like David Rojas and
his promise, is especially hard to take.
A day or two later, I went to several funerals. It
seemed amazing how little time there is between the
time you’re going around quite contentedly not thinking
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of anything and the time those who survived you cover
the lowered casket with a little pinch of dirt. I couldn’t
believe it.
For a while I collected several newspaper clippings
on the tragedy. Going over the clippings later, I felt sad. I
knew I’d never run into David Rojas at the Public Library,
like I had a few weeks before. He had even told me of
its existence. I wanted to stop feeling sad so I got rid of
my collection of clippings. The sadness continued, but
slowly withered away, like the calendar pages in a movie
disappear as time passes.

Diálogo

